WikipediA 

North Picene language 


North Picene, also known as North Picenian or Northern Picene, 

is an ancient language, believed to have been spoken in part of 
central-eastern Italy. The evidence for the language consists of four 
inscriptions dating from the 1st millennium BC, three of them no 
more than small broken fragments. It is written in a form of the Old 
Italic alphabet. While its texts are easily transliterated, none of them 
have been translated so far. It is not possible to determine whether it 
is related to any other known language. Despite the use of a similar 
name, it does not appear that North Picene is closely related to South 
Picene, and they may not be related at all. The total number of words 
in the inscriptions is about 60. It is not even certain that the 
inscriptions are all in one language. 

The forerunner of the term North Picene was devised in 1933 by the 
linguist Joshua Whatmough, in Prae-Italic Dialects of Italy: a 
catalogue of texts in Italic languages. While neither Picene language 
could be read with any confidence at the time, Whatmough 
distinguished between six inscriptions in a central-east Italic 
language and all the rest southern. The northern later lost three and 
gained oneJ 3 ^ Before that work all the inscriptions had been lumped 
together under a variety of names, such as "Sabellic." 

Josef Niederle of Masaryk University claims to have identified 
North Picene as a Dor ic Greek Creol e language based on three 
inscriptions interpreted by him in 2017. The Novilara stele is 
translated by him as a story of a man called Merponos saving 
another man by the name Tenagos and becoming the ruler of his city. 
The interpretation also involves Hades, who expected Tenagos to die 
and who honoured Merponos later when he died for being a brave 
saviour. However, Niederle himself isn't a linguist and also 
acknowledges that according to linguists, his interpretation isn't 
sufficiently supported. ^ 
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The corpus of North Picene inscriptions consists of four engraved items of similar lettering and decoration, 
one of known archaeological provenance and the others acquired out of context but believed to be of the 
same location and date. The known site is the excavation at Servici Cemetery in Novilara, a village several 
kilometres south of Pesaro. 


All four items are stelae or fragments of stelae. Italian scholars have 
adopted the habit of calling them all Novilara Stelae. "The Novilara 
Stele" usually refers to the largest of the four. To the lettered stelae is 
added one without lettering but inscribed with the scene of a naval 
battle. It is kept in Pesaro, where it served as a model for a 
reconstructed Picene ship. 

Novilara has been "excavated" since the mid-19th century. In those 
days the digging was not scientific, with no concern for stratigraphy . 
The locations of objects were not recorded. Apart from the fact that 
an object came from the site with other objects, no other information 
exists regarding it. Whether it was in situ or not in situ is of little 
concern. Even the date an object was excavated is now uncertain. 
Many objects are missing, as the region, the site and the museum 
have endured a century and a half of history, including war and 

occupation. 

As the North-Picene language is a unique case of such kind of language (it has no known relatives), and the 
origin of the inscriptions is not well established, showing also epigraphic divergences according to the 
dating assumed, there are authors considering that such stelae could be forgeries 

The fragment of most certain date (not very certain) is located in the Museo Oliveriano, Pesaro. One number 
associated with it is PID 344.'^ It was excavated 1860, 1863 or 1895 from a tomb of the Servici Cemetery. 
It records two one-word lines, transcribed variously as jlupes, jmreceert^ or ]-UPE s, jMresveatJ 3 ^ The 
archaeological date is that of the site as a whole, somewhere in the window 800-650 BCEJ 7 ' The style of 
the alphabet suggests the end of the 7th and the beginning of the 6th centuries BCEThe most likely date, 
therefore, would be about 650 BCE, the end of the Novilara window. It was a time of Italic and Etruscan 
wars and warrior kings during the Roman Kingdom, as martial scenes on other stelae and the presence of 
weapons in nearly all graves of males suggest. 

The only long inscription known to date is incised on a stone often called "the Novilara Stele". It is located 

in the Museo L. Pigorini, Rome, with the number PID 343. It begins mimnis erut .^ The decorations: 

spirals, wheel, herring bone and zig-zag patterns, are similar to those of the others. The reverse side features 
hunting and battle scenes. It and the nautical Novilara Stele were acquired out of context probably in 1889 
in the vicinity of Novilara; they are generally believed to have been taken from there and to be of the same 
date. 

Sample text 



Stele from Novilara, Ancona - 
Museo Archeologico Nazionale delle 
Marche 


The best-known North Picene inscription is on the stele from Novilara (now in the Museo Preistorico 
Pigorini, Rome), dated to approximately the 6th century BCE: 

mimnis erut gaarestades 
rotnem uvlin partenus 
polem isairon tet 
sut tratnesi kruvis 
tenag trut ipiem rotnes 
lutuis Oalu isperion vul 









tes rotem teu aiten tasur 
soter merpon kalatne 
nis vilatos paten am 
uis balestenag ands et 
sut iakut treten teletau 
nem polem tisu sotris eus 
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